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The Obama Administration has signaled that it 
will include a $1.35 billion expansion of the “Race 
to the Top” (RTTT) fund in its FY 2011 budget. 1 
This is in addition to the $4.35 billion for RTTT 
included in last year’s stimulus bill. 2 Under the 
Department of Education’s (DOE) guidelines for 
RTTT, states must meet certain requirements to be 
eligible for a share of these competitive grants. 3 

RTTT is based on the theory that incentives and 
guidelines provided by the DOE can spur effective 
education reforms by state governments and 
school districts. But past experience with No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) shows that strengthen- 
ing federal control may result in a number of 
unintended consequences. 

The Limits and Dangers of Federally Con- 
trolled School Reform. A central purpose of NCLB 
was to improve public school accountability through 
state testing and sanctions for low-performing 
schools. However, growing evidence suggests that 
states are responding to federal directives by weak- 
ening standards and making tests easier. 4 Many 
school districts have similarly failed to comply with 
NCLB’s limited school choice options. 5 There are 
several lessons to be learned from this experience 
and reasons to be wary of the RTTT initiative. 

First, the federal government has a limited ability 
to force states and school districts to comply with 
reforms. In reality, the struggle to implement real 
school reforms at the state and local level is a polit- 
ical one. For school reforms to work, state and local 
leaders and education officials must embrace reform 
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strategies and commit to seeing through their 
implementation. Federal incentives and punish- 
ments will have a limited ability to convince state 
and local politicians to take on the political chal- 
lenge of education reform. 

Second, states and districts would likely water 
down or poorly implement the reforms champi- 
oned by RTTT. Frederick Hess of the American 
Enterprise Institute made this prediction in July 
2009: “Here’s what’s apt to happen: States will check 
as many boxes as they can, make many promises 
they can’t live up to, get the money, spend the 
money, and go through the motions of reforming.” 6 

Since 2009, several states have implemented 
reforms in response to the incentives of RTTT, but it 
remains to be seen whether legislative changes will 
lead to successful implementation. Andy Smarick of 
the Fordham Institute points out that Tennessee 
lifted its charter school cap, and in response, Mem- 
phis and Nashville denied all 24 charter applica- 
tions submitted. 7 

Third, RTTT is aimed to strengthen federal 
power in setting K-12 education policies for states 
and school districts, which is problematic on a 
number of levels. 
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The federal government does not have constitu- 
tional authority to fund or regulate public educa- 
tion. While Washington became more involved in 
regulating and funding schools during the latter half 
of the 20th century, this role has historically been 
limited — leaving the fundamental questions about 
how students are educated to state and local author- 
ities, who are closer to those affected by decisions 
impacting education. 

Fourth, RTTT is creating a framework for 
national standards and tests regulated by Wash- 
ington. It represents a significant expansion of 
federal oversight over what is taught in the 
nation’s schools and threatens to break past fed- 
eral prohibitions against the DOE setting a 
national curriculum. The common-standards push 
could also be a step backward for real transpar- 
ency about school performance if the final stan- 
dards are weak or poorly developed. 

Fifth, the RTTT competition is creating an incen- 
tive for states to increase spending and develop new 
education programs at a time when most states face 
challenging deficits. Governor Rick Perry of Texas 
cited the likely fiscal burden imposed by the RTTT 
competition as one reason for not applying. Perry 
predicted that it would cost as much as $3 billion to 
realign the state’s education system to conform to 
the DOE’s “uniform vision for public education.” 8 

A Smarter “Race to the Top.” Instead of 
expanding federal power through the RTTT fund, 
Congress and the Administration should implement 



structural reforms of current Elementary and Sec- 
ondary Education Act (ESEA) programs to enable 
and encourage effective bottom-up reforms. This 
can be accomplished in the following ways. 

Grant States Real Flexibility and Autonomy over 
Federal Programs and Funds. Federal funds for the 
ESEA are currently provided to states and school 
districts through dozens of formulas and competi- 
tive grant programs, many of which are ineffective 
or duplicative. They also impose significant admin- 
istrative and compliance costs. 

States should be granted greater autonomy over 
how federal funds are used to benefit student learn- 
ing — including the power to terminate or consoli- 
date programs and redirect funds to state initiatives 
with limited federal guidelines. 9 

This flexibility should include the opportunity to 
reform the Title I program, which aims to improve 
educational opportunities for disadvantaged chil- 
dren, by allowing Title I funds to follow students to 
a school of their parents’ choice. 

Require Transparency and Oversight About State 
Academic Performance and Governance. In exchange 
for greater flexibility, the federal government should 
require transparency and reporting about state aca- 
demic performance and governance policies. 

States should be required to maintain state-level 
testing, public reporting about school-level aca- 
demic achievement, and continued participation in 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
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(NAEP) exam, which offers an external audit of state 
standards and tests. 

Participating states should also be required to 
issue a public report summarizing their strategies 
for improving academic achievement and detailing 
the state’s governance policies, such as the choice 
options that are available for students, the account- 
ability measures in place for schools and students, 
policies to measure and improve teacher quality, 
information about school funding and resource 
allocation, and so forth. Such reporting would 
require a fraction of the time and resources of the 
administrative burden to comply with NCLB. 10 

Requiring transparency about school perfor- 
mance and governance policies would enable pub- 
lic scrutiny and oversight — making policymakers 
and schools accountable to taxpayers and parents. 
Citizens could evaluate the performance of their 
states’ schools in comparison with those of other 
states and demand that the most effective models 
are followed. 

If Federal Incentives Are Offered, Reward Aca- 
demic Success Rather Than Legislative Compliance. 
If Congress and the Administration are intent on 
encouraging competition among the states to 



improve academic achievement, a better approach 
would be to actually reward states’ success improv- 
ing student learning. 

For example, federal policymakers could provide 
states with bonuses or grants based on whether 
their students make improvement on the NAEP 
testing system, which currently serves as the most 
independent measure of state academic achieve- 
ment. There is a risk that an incentive to improve on 
the NAEP would also create unintended conse- 
quences, such as potential gaming of the NAEP test 
administration, so such a bonus program should be 
carefully designed. 

A Better Way to Spur Improvement. RTTT, like 
past initiatives including NCLB, is likely to provide 
disappointing results and problematic conse- 
quences. A more promising alternative to RTTT 
would be to grant states greater authority over how 
federal education funds are used to improve educa- 
tion while requiring real transparency to hold 
schools and policymakers accountable for results to 
the public and spur needed improvement. 

— Dan Lips is Senior Policy Analyst in Education 
in the Domestic Policy Studies Department at The 
Heritage Foundation. 
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